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Coping with Trauma: Evidence that Suggests
the Ancient Egyptians used Transpersonal
Psychology to Cope with Birth-Related Trauma
By Erika Kelley
Abstract: Giving birth in the ancient world was very difficult,
stressful, and dangerous with many mothers and children sadly not
surviving the ordeal. To deal with this often-traumatic event, many
ancient Egyptians used rituals, tools, and spells to ensure that their
deities would be present during these difficult times and help either
physically or mentally. For the ancient Egyptians, interacting with
their gods was a way to ensure their survival, but in modernity,
relying on religious or spiritual practices during stressful events
correlates with psychology. Modern scholars have named this idea
transpersonal psychology, and it is a subsection of humanistic
psychology that focuses on the spiritual aspect of life and having
sacred experiences with higher powers. There are many different
approaches to this form of psychology, but by combining David N.
Elkin’s and Gregg Lahood’s models, a better understanding of
how the ancient Egyptians might have used proto-techniques of
transpersonal psychology can be constructed. Their prototechniques are seen in the reliefs, artifacts, and texts left behind by
the ancient Egyptians. By examining these relics through the lenses
of transpersonal psychology, modern scholars can better
understand the rituals and practices the ancient Egyptians
participated in and how they dealt with trauma they experienced
specifically relating to birth.
Across time and space, birthing practices have varied widely. Even
with the invention of modern medicine and modern medical
practices, childbirth has been extremely dangerous for both mother
and child. An analysis of one Roman-Christian cemetery located in
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the Dakhleh Oasis, dating to about 50–360 AD, found that sixtysix percent of the 770 individuals buried there were children under
the age of ten.1 Furthermore, fifty-three percent of all the women
found were of childbearing age.2 Modern medicine has made
surviving childbirth easier and, as a result, the 2019 maternal
mortality rate in the United States was 20.1 deaths per 100,000 live
births, while the infant mortality rate was 5.6 deaths per 1,000 live
births, which is a considerable change compared to the cemetery in
the Dakhleh Oasis.3 Without modern medicine, ancient people had
to find alternative ways to help cope with the dangerous situations
related to childbirth. One common way this was done was to seek
assistance from their deities and find comfort in their religion. This
common practice is still used today and falls under the field of
transpersonal psychology, which is a subset of the field of
humanistic psychology. Transpersonal psychologists suggest that
both traumatic experiences and personalized rituals can help
stimulate or cause a transpersonal experience. These experiences
vary and manifest differently for each person, but they are
generally described as an intense interaction with an otherworldly
being or state of consciousness. While psychologists call these
experiences different names, they will be referred to as sacred
experiences throughout this article.4
1

Tosha L. Dupras, Sandra M. Wheeler, Lana Williams, and Peter Sheldrick.
“Birth in ancient Egypt: timing, trauma, and triumph? Evidence from the
Dakhleh Oasis.” Egyptian Bioarchaeology: Humans, Animals, and the
Environment (2015): 48.
2
Dupras, Wheeler, Williams, and Sheldrick. 48.
3
Products - Health E Stats - Maternal Mortality Rates in the United States,
2019,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, March 23, 2021,
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hestat/maternal-mortality-2021/maternalmortality-2021.htm; “Infant Mortality,” Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, September 8, 2021,
https://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/maternalinfanthealth/infantmortality.ht
m#infant.
4
Other names scholars use when referring to these experiences include religious
experiences, self-transcendence, and spiritual growth and refer to
transcendentalism. For information on the various names for sacred experiences
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Modern scholars also found that ancient Egyptians from
3100 BCE to 30 BCE used their religions and deities to cope with
their trauma. Their art, text, and artifacts suggest that they were
actively trying to have these sacred experiences throughout their
life and especially when it came to traumatic experiences like
childbirth. By examining ancient Egyptian birthing practices
through the lens of transpersonal psychology, this article discovers
that the ancient Egyptians actively used early forms of
transpersonal psychology to cope with the trauma they experienced
during childbirth.
An Overview of Transpersonal Psychology
In order to apply a transpersonal lens to ancient Egyptian artifacts,
transpersonal psychology needs to be defined and explained.
Transpersonal psychology is a part of the humanistic perspective
and focuses on understanding an individual’s freedom of action
and searching for meaning in life.5 Transpersonal psychology is
considered a subsection of the humanistic perspective as it focuses
on the spiritual aspects of the human experience and how
spirituality affects a person.6 Additionally, transpersonal
psychology suggests that there are some ways for people to
achieve an elevated form of consciousness and potential compared
to what is traditionally believed.7 When a person enters a higher
form of consciousness, it can take many different forms depending
and transcendentalism please see: Thomas Bradford Roberts, “Transpersonal:
The New Educational Psychology,” The Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 56, no. 3
(1974); Russell Goodman, “Transcendentalism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Stanford University, 2019),
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/transcendentalism/; Denise H. Lajoie, and S. L.
Shapiro, “Definitions of Transpersonal Psychology, The Journal of
Transpersonal Psychology, Vol. 24, no. 3(1992): 79–98.
5
Elizabeth D. Hutchison, and Leanne Wood Charlesworth, Essentials of Human
Behavior: Integrating Person, Environment, and the Life Course (Thousand
Oaks, California: SAGE Publishing, 2022), 65.
6
Hutchison and Charlesworth, 65.
7
Hutchison and Charlesworth, 166.
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on the person, but it is thought that they are having a transpersonal
experience with some specific examples being peak experiences,
self-transcendence, and spiritual growth.8
While there are many ways to study transpersonal
psychology the two models used in this paper come from David N.
Elkins and Gregg Lahood. Elkins is a licensed psychologist and
professor of Psychology at Pepperdine University in the Graduate
School of Education and Psychology.9 He has worked as a family
and marriage therapist for thirty years, is a Fellow of the American
Psychological Association (APA), and served as the president of
the Society for Humanistic Psychology twice.10 Lahood has his
Doctorate in Philosophy and is an “anthropologist of
consciousness.”11 Lahood has written many articles on
transpersonal events among childbearing parents, the ritual
dynamics of contemporary childbearing, and transpersonal rituals
for combating the ritual trauma of childbearing. He is currently
doing global research that focuses on gathering narratives from
people who have participated in extraordinary or blessed events
during childbirth.12
Over the years, Elkins developed an accessible theoretical
model to understand how individuals can use spirituality to nourish
their souls, develop their spiritual lives, and reach these higher
levels of consciousness.13 In Elkins’ model, there are three major
constructs between a person and their spiritual life, the soul, the
8

Roberts, 191.
David N. Elkins, Beyond Religion: A Personal Program for Building a
Spiritual Life Outside the Walls of Traditional Religion (Illinois: Quest Books,
1998).
10
Elkins, Beyond Religion.
11
Gregg Lahood, “The Participatory Turn and the Transpersonal Movement: A
Brief Introduction,” ReVision: A Journal of Consciousness and Transformation,
Vol. 29, no. 3 (2007): 2–6, https://doi.org/10.3200/revn.29.3.2-6.
12
Lahood, “The Participatory Turn and the Transpersonal Movement,” 2.
13
Kirk J. Schneider, J. Fraser Pierson, Bugental James F T., and Christopher M.
Aanstoos, The Handbook of Humanistic Psychology: Leading Edges in Theory,
Research, and Practice (Los Angeles: Sage, 2015), 206.
9
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sacred, and their spirituality, which all interact with each other and
help an individual reach a higher state of consciousness, thus
resulting in an individual having a transpersonal experience, or as
Elkins calls them sacred experiences.14
In Elkins’ model, sacred experiences vary in intensity
depending on what that individual has done to nourish their soul,
the sacred, and their spirituality.15 Elkins has a number scale
(Figure 1) to represent the different levels of intensity which he
then groups by low, medium, and high intensity.16 The first level of
intensity a sacred experience can be is low intensity, and Elkins
calls these types of experiences poignant moments.17 Poignant
moments are considered lower on Ekins’ scale, numbers one
through three, and are considered the most common encounter an
individual can have.18 These incidents are usually something
simple like playing with a child or walking by the ocean, which
“are not earthshaking or life-changing, but they certainly touch our
hearts and nourish our souls.” 19

Figure 1. A recreation of Elkin’s intensity levels of sacred experience. Courtesy
of David Elkins, Beyond Religion. 20

14

Schneider et al., 206.
Elkins, 83.
16
Elkins, 83.
17
Elkins, 83.
18
Elkins, 83.
19
Elkins, 83.
20
Elkins, 83.
15
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The next grouping on Elkins’ scale for sacred experiences are peak
experiences, and this group is an experience that is of average
intensity, represented by numbers four through six.21 As its name
and ranking suggest, peak experiences are more intense than
poignant moments and “tend to last longer, touch us more deeply
and produce more lasting changes in our lives.” 22 Like with the
poignant moments, peak experiences can take many different
forms depending on the person, but the example Elkins uses is a
woman coming to terms with eternity as she stares into the ocean,
saying that at that moment,
[She] felt eternity. [She] knew these things had
gone on for millions of years before [she] came and
that they would go on for millions of years after
[she was] gone. It felt good to be alive, to be a part
of all this. [She was] was deeply moved and began
to cry.23
The final group of intensity levels of sacred experiences is
called mystical encounters.24 These encounters, numbered seven to
nine, are considered the most intense sacred experiences.25 Like
with all the other groups, mystical encounters take various forms,
but Elkins says that these are “‘border events,’ events that mark a
transition from one way of life to another.” 26 Elkins also argues
that these types of experiences can have been recorded in different
religious texts with indigenous examples including individuals
entering a state of possession.27

21

Elkins, 83-84.
Elkins, 84.
23
Elkins, 84.
24
Elkins, 84.
25
Elkins, 84.
26
Elkins, 84.
27
Elkins, 84.
22
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Likewise, Elkins also details Western religious examples
such as Judeo-Christian prophets having conversations with a
higher being; specifically, Moses and the burning bush or the
conversion of the apostle Paul.28 When Moses approaches the
burning bush, God speaks directly to him and tells him to lead the
children of Israel out of Egypt to the Promised Land.29 Paul’s
transpersonal experience, who was originally named Saul, consists
of being overcome with blinding light and hearing a voice say,
“Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? … I am Jesus whom you
are persecuting,” which causes him to have a change of heart.30
Since Elkins has argued that these kinds of experiences existed in
the past, it stands to reason that the ancient Egyptians also had
these types of sacred experiences when they came to birth and
recorded them in their art, text, and artifacts.
In all the examples Elkins provides, the sacred experience
an individual experienced seemed to happen randomly. While this
seems to be the case for some people, Elkins argues that modern
therapists can use transpersonal psychology and sacred experiences
to “heal” their patient’s souls and make them a more well-rounded
individual.31 Therapists can work with their patients to find
activities or experiences that they can ritualistically engage in and
nurture their souls and make them more attuned to their
spirituality.32 These activities can vary from person to person and
take many different forms, like going to a museum or walking on a
beach, but the key, Elkins states, is having the person consistently
engaging in the activity, so their soul is constantly nurtured.33
From Elkins’ model, sacred experiences can happen
randomly and through employing ritualistic activities. Lahood,
however, also suggests that time of intense trauma or stress can
28

Elkins, 84-85.
Elkins, 85.
30
Elkins, 85.
31
Elkins, 176-177.
32
Elkins, 177-178.
33
Elkins, 177-178.
29
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trigger a sacred experience.34 Lahood is a transpersonal scholar,
who examines the relationship between the ritual and build-up, the
birthing giving process, and the dissociation that can occur during
childbirth.35 In his research, Lahood found that there are several
indigenous cultures who conduct specific rituals before, during,
and after a woman has given birth to ensure that the woman’s high
consciousness is “activated,” which allows for an easier connection
between the woman and their deities.36
In addition to this, Lahood found that many women recall
being visited by otherworldly beings while they were giving birth
especially when their labor became extremely difficult or
dangerous.37 During these visits, the women attested that the
otherworldly beings helped during the childbirth process. One
woman, in particular, felt like she was going to die, but then a
being appeared and “helped guide her safely through the labor.”38
Another woman said that her labor had been long and difficult, but
once the being appeared she calmed and reassured her and quickly
assisted with the birthing process.39 Lahood (and other scholars),
conclude that during periods of intense trauma and emotions,
individuals will have the high intensity sacred experiences that
Elkins discussed, to help cope with their dangerous experiences.40
While it is not certain what is happening to these individuals or
what they are experiencing, these sacred experiences are extremely
helpful for individuals who need additional assistance outside of
their normal states of consciousness.

34

Gregg Lahood, “Rumor of Angels and Heavenly Midwives: Anthropology of
transpersonal events and childbirth,” Women and birth: Journal of the
Australian College of Midwives 20, no.1 (2007), 3-4.
35
Lahood, “Rumor of Angels and Heavenly Midwives,” 3-4.
36
Lahood, “Rumor of Angels and Heavenly Midwives,” 4.
37
Lahood, “Rumor of Angels and Heavenly Midwives,” 4-5.
38
Lahood, “Rumor of Angels and Heavenly Midwives,” 5.
39
Lahood, “Rumor of Angels and Heavenly Midwives,” 5.
40
Lahood, “Rumor of Angels and Heavenly Midwives,” 9.
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Unlike Elkins, Lahood does not specify what intensity level
a woman might be experiencing when she has trauma induced
experiences, but by using Elkins’ scale it is clear to see that these
women are having high intensity mystical encounters. Like with
Elkins’ examples, Moses and Paul, these encounters with
otherworldly beings are aiding the individual in emotional distress
and these encounters usually end positively. Even with today’s
modern medicine, giving birth is a very dangerous time for the
women involved and can cause a lot of trauma, so it makes sense
that an ancient Egyptian woman would also experience a trauma
induced sacred experience to cope.
While both models are articulated separately, that does not
mean they do not work in tandem with each other. In Lahood’s
fieldwork, he mentions that many communities have rituals
surrounding birth that are done to make the actual birth easier and
ensure an otherworldly being appears if necessary.41 This example
is an instance of the utilization of both methods because the
community has their pre-birth ritual that, when coupled with the
pain and trauma childbirth causes, helps the woman have an outof-body experience during the actual birthing process. Ultimately,
while each model can be looked at and applied separately, they can
also work together to ensure a sacred experience happens.
An Overview of Ancient Egyptian Magic and Medicine
The ancient Egyptians believed in and practiced heka, which can
be translated as the word magic but does not have the same
western connotations.42 Heka was integrated into Egyptian society
and played a prominent role in their religion as well.43 While
anyone could use heka, the power behind it was knowing how to

41

Lahood, “Rumor of Angels and Heavenly Midwives,” 9.
Kasia Maria Szpakowska, Daily Life in Ancient Egypt: Recreating Lahun
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), 122-123.
43
Szpakowska, 123.
42
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use it correctly.44 A person had to know the right words, gestures,
and materials needed for a specifical ritual or spell for it to work,
but an individual could learn this knowledge in numerous ways.45
Complex rituals and spells were reserved for a selected group of
priests, but information regarding heka, spells, and rituals related
to mundane activities like childbirth or curing a disease, could
have been passed down orally from generation to generation.46
Heka also played a large role in the Egyptian medical
field.47 Many different medical papyri have been found within
Egypt that contain remedies on how to cure certain diseases or
treat individuals who have experienced trauma but there have also
been magical treatments found for similar issues.48 Deciding on
what treatment to use would depend on how serious the illness or
issue was so the magical treatment was not always used.49 Using
heka, using a religious ritual, or asking a deity for help for curing
an ailment or some larger issue was a valid option in ancient
Egyptian society.50
Another big aspect of ancient Egyptian religion is the gods
and deities they worshiped. Throughout their history, the ancient
Egyptians worshiped over a thousand different deities all with semi
unique characteristics and qualities.51 As this paper focuses on
birth, the deities that will be discussed will be the ones that are
most heavily associated with childbirth, fertility, and domestic
protection. These deities include, but are not limited to,

44

Szpakowska, Daily Life in Ancient Egypt, 123.
Szpakowska, 123.
46
Szpakowska, 123.
47
John F. Nunn, Ancient Egyptian Medicine (London: British Museum Press,
1996), 96.
48
Nunn, 24-41, 96.
49
Nunn, 96.
50
Nunn, 96.
51
Richard Wilkinson, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt
(New York: Thames & Hudson Inc, 2003), 6.
45
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Meshkenet, Khnum, Heket, Hathor, Isis, Nephthys, Bes, and
Taweret.
Out of all the deities mentioned, the one that is most closely
associated with childbirth is Meskhenet (Figure 2).52 This is
because the ancient Egyptians are thought to have given birth on
objects called meskhenet bricks (Figure 3), or small, rectangular
mud bricks, that symbolically represent Meskhenet.53 The goddess
Meskhenet is either depicted as a woman, a woman with a
meskhenet brick as her head, a meskhenet brick with a woman's
face, or just the meskhenet bric.54 In addition to representing a
physical object the Egyptians probably used, Meskhenet is also one
of the five deities that assist Ruddedet with her difficult labor in
the Westcar Papyrus (c. 1700–1500 BC) and is also thought to
have been the deity that decides the destiny of the newborn child.55

52

Edouard Naville, The Temple of Deir el Bahari Part II (London: Egypt
Exploration Fund, 1897), Plate LI.
53
Meskhenet bricks will be further discussed in the sections entitled “An
Overview of Ancient Egyptian Birth” and “Ancient Egyptian’s Poignant
Moments and Peak Experiences.” Josef Wegner, “A Decorated Birth-Brick from
South Abydos: New Evidence on Childbirth and Birth Magic in the Middle
Kingdom,” in Archaism and Innovation: Studies in the Culture of the Middle
Kingdom, edited by David Silverman, et. al., 447-496 (New Haven: Department
of New Eastern Languages and Civilizations, 2009), 449.
54
Wilkinson, 153.
55
The Westcar Papyrus is a piece of ancient Egyptian literature that dates to the
Middle Kingdom. There are five stories within this papyrus, however, the one
used most frequently in this article is entitled, “The Birth of the Kings,” and
details the birth of three kings from the Old Kingdom. In this story, their mother,
Ruddedet, has a very difficult and dangerous birth, so she and her husband call
out for help. At that moment, five deities hear her pleas and come to help her
deliver her children. Once these deities appear, her birth is no longer difficult or
dangerous and she successfully gives birth to three children who go on to rule
the Old Kingdom. Miriam Lichtheim and Lorieno Antonio, Ancient Egyptian
Literature: A Book of Readings. Volume I, The Old and Middle Kingdoms
(Berkley, California: University of California Press, 2006), 220; Wilkinson, 153.
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Figure 2. The goddess Meskhenet. Courtesy of Edouard Naville.56

Figure 3. The meskhenet brick. Courtesy of Josef Wegner.57

Khnum is depicted as a being with a ram’s head and a
man’s body (Figure 4).58 While he has many essential roles
throughout Egyptian religion, Khnum plays a vital role in how the
56

Naville, Plate LI.
Wegner, 153.
58
Wilkinson, 194; Edouard Naville, The Temple of Deir el Bahari Part II
(London: Egypt Exploration Fund, 1897), Plate XLIX.
57
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ancient Egyptians believed a child developed. In many images
depicting Khnum, he is seen sitting next to a potter’s wheel,
shaping a child as the Egyptians believed that Khnum shaped all
living things on a potter’s wheel.59 This specific motif frequently
appears throughout Egyptian history, but it is explicitly seen in the
Divine Birth of Hatshepsut and the Late Period (525–332 BCE)
Mammesis or birth houses.60 This motif appealing in both places
suggests that Khnum’s assistance was critical when creating
children. Khnum is also one of the five deities that assists with
Ruddedet’s difficult labor, as described in the Westcar Papyrus.

Figure 4. the god Khnum. Courtesy of Edouard Naville 61

59

Wilkinson, 194.
Khnum’s role in the Divine Birth of Hatshepsut will be further discussed in
the section titled, “Ancient Egyptian’s Mystical Encounters.” Mammesis, or
birth houses, will be further discussed in the section entitled “An Overview of
Egyptian Birth.” Many of the artifacts that have been found, like the ivory tusks
or the meskhenet brick, related the birth date to this time. During this period,
Egypt was a unified country and had a strong central government.
61
Naville, Plate XLIX
60
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Heket is usually also depicted in the same scenes as Khnum
because she is Khnum’s female counterpart (Figure 5).62 Heket’s
iconography is a woman with a frog’s head or just a frog itself, and
she has many additional connections to childbirth besides being
Khnum’s counterpart. Heket is also one of the deities that assist
with delivering Ruddedet’s children in the Westcar Papyrus, and
the title “servant of Heket” appears to have been given to ancient
Egyptian midwives.63 Beyond these two examples, objects thought
to be related to childbirth, like the ivory tusk of the Middle
Kingdom (2030–1650 BCE), are frequently decorated with frog
imagery.64

Figure 5. The goddess Heket. Courtesy of Edouard Naville. 65

62

Wilkinson, 229; Edouard Naville, The Temple of Deir el Bahari Part II
(London: Egypt Exploration Fund, 1897), Plate XLVIII.
63
Wilkinson, 229.
64
Wilkinson, 229.
65
Naville, Plate XLVIII
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Isis, Hathor, and Nephthys are also all very important
goddesses but play similar roles when it comes to birth (Figures 6–
8).66 These three goddesses are also among the five goddesses that
assisted with Ruddedet’s delivery in the Westcar Papyrus and can
be seen as motherly or protective figures to different gods or
deities and people, specifically Horus or the king.67 While these
goddesses are usually depicted as women, they can take other
animal forms as well with one example of this being Hathor
sometimes being depicted as a cow.68 When she is in this cow
form, Hathor is additionally associated with nursing or suckling the
Pharaoh which makes her an important goddess when it comes to
not only childbirth, but child rearing as well.69

66

“The Goddess Isis and Her Son Horus,” Metmuseum.org, accessed April 24,
2022,
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/548310?searchField=All&%3
BsortBy=Relevance&%3Bhigh=on&%3Bao=on&%3Bft=isis&%3Boffset=0&
%3Brpp=40&%3Bpos=2; “Hathor,” Wikipedia, March 30, 2022,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hathor; “Amulet: British Museum,” The British
Museum, accessed April 24, 2022,
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA11991.
67
Lichtheim and Loprieno, 220; Wilkinson, 140-141, 146-145, 160.
68
Wilkinson, 140-141.
69
Wilkinson, 141.
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Figure 6. The goddess, Isis, and her son Horus. Courtesy of Met Museum.70

Figure 7. The goddess Hathor. Courtesy of Wikipedia.71

70

“The Goddess Isis and Her Son Horus,” Metmuseum.org, accessed April 24,
2022,
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/548310?searchField=All&%3
BsortBy=Relevance&%3Bhigh=on&%3Bao=on&%3Bft=isis&%3Boffset=0&
%3Brpp=40&%3Bpos=2.
71
“Hathor,” Wikipedia, March 30, 2022, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hathor.
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Figure 8. The goddess Nephthys. Courtesy of The British Museum.72

Bes and Taweret are also significant deities when it comes
to childbirth and child-rearing as they are both protector deities
(Figure 9).73 Deities that are like Bes seem to have existed
throughout ancient Egyptian history and take many different forms
and names, but Bes himself is depicted as either a male lion rearing
up on its hind paws or, in the New Kingdom (1550 –1077 BC), as
a dwarf that is a mix between a human and an animal.74 Bes is
thought to be a general protective deity, but his image appears
specifically in the Late Period mammesis and other rooms thought
to be associated with childbirth or children which suggests that he
played a crucial role in protecting children or women giving
birth.75

72

“Amulet: British Museum,” The British Museum, accessed April 24, 2022,
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA11991.
73
Naville, The Temple of Deir el Bahari Part II, Plate LI.
74
Wilkinson, 103.
75
Wilkinson, 103-104.
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Figure 9. The deiy Bes (left) and Taweret (right). Courtesy of Edouard
Naville.76

Taweret is usually depicted as a hippopotamus or woman
with large breasts and a swollen stomach which makes it seem like
she is pregnant.77 The Egyptian sign for protection, sa, is
frequently depicted alongside her, and her mouth is usually pulled
back into a snarl or grimace, which suggest she is a fierce
protective deity.78 She is portrayed as a bipedal hippo with a
considerable pregnant stomach and swollen breasts, strengthening
her connection to pregnant women and children. Her connection to
the sa sign, the ferocity of hippos, and her figure suggest that
Taweret was a fierce protector of pregnant women and children in
ancient Egypt.
This section gives a short introduction to ancient Egyptian
religion and deities. Ancient Egyptian beliefs and understandings
regarding religion, heka, and their deities were much more
complex in practice. However, from the information provided, it is
clear to see that the Egyptians used magic significantly and truly
76

Naville, The Temple of Deir el Bahari Part II, Plate LI.
Wilkinson, 185.
78
Wilkinson, 185.
77
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believed their deities were involved in the pregnancy and birthing
process and protected them throughout their lives. This belief in
their gods and religion added to the psychological power they had
over the ancient Egyptians. They truly believed that if they
conducted the proper rituals at the right time and asked their deities
for assistance, they would have a favorable outcome. If these
beliefs are true, it can be assumed that the Egyptians might have
tried to have sacred-like experiences in their lives and during
traumatic times.
The Egyptian Use of Transpersonal Psychology
Based on our understanding of ancient Egyptian religion, we can
see what activities the ancient Egyptians might have been doing to
experience the three levels of sacred experiences in Elkins' model.
For Elkins’ poignant moments, described as ordinary activities or
experiences that make an individual feel more connected to their
spirituality, the Egyptian version would have been using domestic
altars, saying daily prayers or spells, or any other causal interaction
between themselves and their religion.79 These actions are seen as
poignant moments because they are relatively common interactions
that anyone in ancient Egypt could be having on a semi-consistent
basis. Using domestic altars, daily prayers, and other common
religious practices were a way for the Egyptians to ritualistically
confirm their connection to their gods and their religion. These
actions are not an intense sacred experience mainly because the
individual is not physically interacting with an otherworldly being.
They are just small, everyday occurrences that are impactful but
not life-changing.
Slightly more intense or purposeful actions, such as
conducting a specific ritual or utilizing a specific object, would
make an ancient Egyptian’s action a peak experience. These
actions are considered peak experiences because, as Elkins
outlines, they are seen as more intense and have a longer-lasting
79

Elkins, 83.
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impact on the individual using the object or participating in the
ritual. An example of birth-related rituals and objects mainly center
on the meskhenet brick as this object and ritual are used during a
specific time in an individual’s life, before, during, and after birth,
are not something that can just be done daily.80 These rituals and
use of objects are more purposeful and have a more specific
meaning, so they result in a more intense and impactful experience.
Elkins describes mystical experiences as a direct interaction
with an otherworldly being, and the ancient Egyptians seem to
have left evidence of this occurring as seen in their art and texts.
There are many instances of ancient Egyptians interacting with or
becoming a deity in temple art, spells, and stories so these would
be examples of mystical experiences as they are seen interacting
with the deity in some capacity outside of just praying to them.81
While the bulk of this paper will focus on the Egyptians
using transpersonal psychology regarding birth, some of which are
mentioned above, they also might have used it during other
situations as well. One clear example of this comes from The
Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus Spell 20 as the wording of the spell
allows the reader or speaker of the spell to “become” a deity and
simultaneously ask another deity, of that same deity, for help.82 In
the spell entitled “a spell for purifying anything during the plague,”
the speaker says, “I am Horus… I am your Horus, Sakmet. I am
your Unique One… I am the King inside his shrine.”83 Through
recitation, the speaker turned himself into a god and “became”
Horus. With this shift, the speaker is also becoming everything that
Horus is and has the same power that he has. This spell and the
individual’s shift to becoming Hours worked because the
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Egyptians believed in the heka behind the incantation and truly
believed that their gods would protect them if necessary.
Spell 20 is also an example of Elkins and Lahood’s models
working together. This spell is explicitly used for warding off the
plague which was a very deadly and troubling issue for the
Egyptians. Therefore, this disease would probably cause the
Egyptians to feel fear and stress over its danger. So, it makes sense
that they would desire a high intensity sacred experience in which
an individual believes they can become a god and wield the power
to save themselves from the fear and severe symptoms that a
deadly plague would bring. The psychological trauma of having a
severe illness or plague would initially trigger or make an
individual more susceptible to having a sacred experience.
However, the ritualistic nature of repeating this spell repeatedly,
and believing in the words they are saying would work in tandem
to make the experience happen and calm the individual down.
Another example of the Egyptians reaching out to their
deities for assistance comes from Papyrus Leiden I 349 Spell 117,
“another conjuration against a scorpion.” 84 In this spell, the
speaker is not physically “becoming” a deity but is instead asking
the god to be with them saying,
I have gone out during the night … Horus is behind
me, Seth is next to my shoulder, gods and
goddesses whose mouths are like a book are what is
before me… do not attack me! See, a great god is
the one who is the one who is at my side.85
This occasion still counts as a sacred experience but is a lower
intensity sacred experience because the speakers are not becoming
a deity or directly receiving any assistance from them; they are just
asking the deities to be near or around them so they can be
protected. On Elkins’ intensity scale, this would probably fall on
84
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the higher end of the average intensity group, numbers five or six.
The act of reciting this spell is very ritualistic and provides comfort
to the individual but the individual is not interacting with their
deity on an intense, intimate level.
Another example of ritualistic inducing a sacred experience
is the continued use of an embalming priest wearing an Anubis
mask when mummifying bodies. In her article, “Egyptian Masks:
The Priests and His Role,” Arelene Wolinski argues that while
these masks probably had a functional purpose, a way to block the
odors coming from the dead body and the dusk in general as well
as to keep the priest’s identity a secret, the masks had a more
ritualistic and spiritual function as well.86 By wearing the masks,
the Egyptian priests could physically and ritually “become” the
god Anubis. So, when it came time to participate in festivals,
mummify a body, or interact with the kind, it was not just a priest
doing their work; it was Anubis himself making all these
experiences more divine.87 This occasion would be a high-intensity
sacred experience triggered by rituals, somewhere between the
average and high-intensity groups on Elkins’ scale, because the
individual is physically “becoming” the god and reaping the
benefits of the transformation. While the individual themselves are
not inherently getting protection or assistance from the god,
wearing the mask and “becoming” the god gives the individual the
ability to do all the things Anubis could do, so they are still directly
benefiting from the experience. Ultimately while the focus of this
paper is the ancient Egyptians using transpersonal psychology with
birth-related activities, there is evidence to suggest that they used
transpersonal psychology in other aspects of their lives as well.
The later examples given in this section do not directly
correlate to birth. However, they are necessary because they
illustrate how magic and religion played a crucial role in the
Egyptians’ lives. The Egyptians needed reassurance that their
86
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deities were present and protecting them in many different
instances throughout everyday life, not just during pregnancy and
childbirth. The examples above help support the argument that the
Egyptians were using an early form of transpersonal psychology
during their lives, which makes it justifiable to assume that they
were using the same tactics in issues regarding pregnancy and
childbirth.
An Overview of Ancient Egyptian Birth
Modern medicine has made giving birth less dangerous and
slightly more manageable, but the ancient Egyptians did not have
access to the same treatments or procedures that are available
today.88 Nonetheless, the ancient Egyptians had their own versions
of tools and practices they used while giving birth which seemed to
make labor and giving birth slightly more manageable. Although
the goal of protecting the mother and child has stayed the same, the
tools and practices used to protect the ancient Egyptians evolved
throughout their history. What little evidence the Egyptians left
about said tools and practice can also give modern scholars
additional information about how the ancient Egyptians used
transpersonal psychology to make giving birth and dealing with the
trauma it produces easier.
One of the most significant differences in how the ancient
Egyptians gave birth compared to today is the position they did it
in. In many modern western societies, women give birth lying
down, but this is not the case for the ancient Egyptians. The
evidence available to scholars suggests that ancient Egyptian
women gave birth standing, squatting, or kneeling on dried mud
bricks, as seen in Figure 10.89 As mentioned earlier, the mud
88
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bricks the woman is standing on are called meskhenet bricks.
Scholars believe these bricks were used to physically assist the
woman with giving birth as they gave her something to stand or
lean on during labor.
These bricks also metaphorically and spiritually
symbolized the goddess Meskhenet and ensured she was present
during the delivery process.90 Only one physical meskhenet brick
has been found and it was founded by Josef Wegner, who detailed
the discovery of the brick and the brick itself in his article, “A
Decorated Birth Brick from South Abydos: New Evidence on
Childbirth and Birth Magic.” This article focuses on the discovery
and explanation of a decorated birth brick found by Wegner during
an excavation in South Abydos.91 Wegner suggests that the birth
brick was found in the women’s quarters of a mayor’s house and
most likely belongs to a Middle Kingdom princess, Reniseneb (c.
1450 BCE).92
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Figure 10. An ancient Egyptian woman giving birth on meskhenet bricks
supported by two deities depicted to look like Hathor. Courtesy of Josef
Wegner.93

In addition to the bricks, women were more than likely
assisted by one or two additional women who understood how to
give birth safely and the ritualistic process behind it, like a midwife
or a woman from the community who had given birth before.
These women were there to support the mother, physically and
emotionally, help deliver the child, and recite spells or incantations
that range from “separating the child from the womb of the
mother” to speeding up the entire ordeal.94 The very existence of
these spells also suggests that the Egyptians saw childbirth as a
traumatic and dangerous event in which help from their deities was
necessary. If it were a painlessly, uncomplicated event, spells like
93
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these would not have been needed. However, their existence
suggests that, in the past, the delivery of a child had been
burdensome, so spells like these were created so future deliveries
were less difficult and safe.
Women also most likely gave birth in some secluded area
of their house or, as evidence from later periods supports, in an
entirely different and secluded structure called a mammisi.95
Mammises are subsidiary buildings attached to several Late Period
temples that are dedicated to a specific child-God.96 The walls of
the mammesis were decorated with scenes of suckling, and other
themes related to child rearing and birth.97 Secluded areas seemed
to have been the desired option for women because textual and
archaeological evidence suggests that immediately after giving
birth, the woman and the child had to enter a period of isolation so
they could be purified.98
Beyond the meskhenet bricks, there are various other
objects and tools the Egyptians might have used during the birthing
process to make the ordeal easier. These objects include things like
magical wands, knives, amulets, and divine figurines.99 While all
these objects and the meskhenet brick have their own individual
uses, they are all very religious and ritualistic objects. The objects
were made for and used purposefully at specific times and rituals
because the Egyptians truly believed that they were necessary to
ensure the safety and survival of an individual. This gave the
95
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object psychological power over the ancient Egyptians and would
allow for them to find comfort in the existence and use of them
which allows the argument that the ancient Egyptians used
transpersonal psychology to cope with trauma to be mad.
When examining birth in ancient Egypt, the objects they
used, and the text or imagery surrounding birth, it is clear that the
ancient Egyptians were using transpersonal psychology to cope
with the mental trauma of giving birth. The different objects, texts,
spells, rituals, and imagery were purposefully made, said, or
conducted to ensure that the mother and child were safe during the
process and protected by their deities as it was a hazardous and
deadly time. The different artifacts left by the Egyptians and what
they signify also suggest that the Egyptians were trying to
stimulate poignant moments, peak experiences, and mystical
encounters to further connect with their religions and provide some
solace for the mental trauma that comes with giving birth.
Ancient Egyptian’s Poignant Moments and Peak Experiences
Poignant moments are common everyday activities or experiences
a person can have that result in feeling slightly more connected to
their spirituality. These kinds of activities existed within ancient
Egyptian society and took many different forms, but there are few
examples when it comes to birth.100 However, one of these few
examples is the domestic altars found throughout the houses at
Deir el-Medina.
While they are sometimes referred to as beds, many of the
houses excavated in Deir el-Medina have a domestic altar in the
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first room of the house.101 While many of these altars are not
entirely intact, the walls surrounding the areas are decorated with
paintings of women and deities like Bes or Taweret.102 In addition
to the walls, ostraca have been found surrounding the areas with
imagery on them containing images of plants, deities like Bes or
Taweret, women dancing, receiving gifts, having their hair done,
and holding children as well (Figures 11–13).103 Scholars have
suggested that this type of imagery relates these areas to childbirth
and childrearing, which is only encouraged by the existence of Bes
and Taweret being found in the area as well.104 These altars are
located at the front of the house, which means the Egyptians would
have interacted or looked at them multiple times throughout the
day.
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Figure 11. A sketch of an astraca from Deir el-Medina with a woman, child, and
possibly Bes. Courtesy of J. Vandier d’Abbadie and Annie Gasse.. 105

Figure 12. Sketch of an Ostraca from Deir el-Medina with a woman and child
sitting on a bed. Courtesy of J. Vandier d’Abbadie and Annie Gasse..106
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Figure 13. Sketch of an ostraca from Deir el-Media with a child on a bed,
possibly with Bes. Courtesy of J. Vandier d’Abbadie and Annie Gasse.. 107

If these areas were as domestic altars, this would also give
some insight into how ancient Egyptians had poignant moments
throughout their lives. Poignant moments are everyday actions a
person can do, so with these altars being at the front of the house, it
would mean that the ancient Egyptians probably passed by them at
least once a day, assuming they left their house once a day. These
areas being altars would also mean that the ancient Egyptians
would pray near them and use them to worship their domestic
deities like Taweret and Bes, which explains why their imagery
appears around the area.108 When applying this information to
transpersonal psychology, scholars can see that using these altars
every day or on a semi-regular basis is somewhat ritualistic and
constantly forms a connection between the ancient Egyptians and
their religions or deities. Using these altars meant they had
poignant moments almost daily and helped to “activate” their
higher forms of consciousness. Hence, it is easier for them to have
107
108
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mystical experiences when needed. Additionally, praying to these
gods and using these altars daily mentally reassured the ancient
Egyptians that their gods are present and protecting them and their
households.
While things like the altars have ritualistic connotations,
some objects that the ancient Egyptians used specifically for rituals
regarding childbirth and child-rearing would have assisted in
helping the Ancient Egyptians have peak moments. Two of these
objects include the birth brick, also known as the meskhenet brick,
and the birth tusks.
The meskhenet brick is another object that Egyptians
probably used to have peak experiences with their deities, but it
first needs to be described. Wegner found the birth brick in an elite
person’s house at Abydos. It is an unfired mudbrick and decorated
with very detailed imagery relating to childbirth.109 The first side of
the brick, the “A” side, depicts a woman sitting on a chair holding
a newborn child with two additional female helpers and emblems
surrounded with Hathor cow heads on top of them.110 The other
sides of the brick, sides “B” to “E,” depict a variety of different
animals and deities like Taweret and Bes.111 A line drawing done
by Wegner that depicts what the imagery looks like is seen in
Figure 14.112 Ancient Egyptian women most likely gave birth
standing or squatting on two to four bricks like these so that
gravity could assist with the birthing process and make grabbing
the child as it leaves the vagina more accessible.
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Figure 14. Line drawing of the imagery on the birth brick. Courtesy of Josef
Wegner. 113

Going beyond the physical uses, religiously, this brick was
also significant as it represented the goddess Meskhenet. The
goddess Meskhenet is one of the chief deities associated with
childbirth, so having her present via brick form was essential to
ensure a woman had a successful and safe birth. While only one
brick was found, Wegner believes that an individual would use
four bricks while giving birth, saying, “the use of four bricks of
birth may be expressed in divine symbolism through the
manifestation of the goddess Meskhenet as the ‘four Meskhenets,’
each syncretized with a different creator goddess (typically Isis,
Nephthys, Nut, and Tefnut).”114 In addition to having the imagery
113
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that connects it to religion, Wegner also suggests that magical
practitioners and the women using the bricks would participate in
some sort of ritual to “charge” them, which would ensure that the
set of bricks had “been magically imbued with their identity as
meskhenet bricks.” 115
Using generally accepted information surrounding
Egyptian birth and the newly found birth brick, Wegner created his
version of what ancient Egyptian childbirth was like and the
objects the ancient Egyptians used. Wegner suggests, like other
scholars, that Egyptian women gave birth standing or squatting and
using a set of birth bricks for physical and spiritual support.116
Wegner also agrees that the pregnant woman would be assisted by
two or more “nurses” who would either support her on the bricks
or assist with removing the child from the birth canal which was,
and still is, a very traumatic and hurtful process.117 Besides the
birth bricks, Wegner notes that there are various ritualistic objects,
like magical hippo tusks, divine apotropaic figures, and spells, that
would have been used before, during, and after the delivery in
addition to the birth brick to ensure protection and successful
childbirth.118 Wegner goes as far as to include a visual of what his
model of childbirth looks like using the birth bricks and it is
included below in Figure 15.119
mistranslation changing a phrase from “cushion or bed of mudbrick” to “four
bricks.” Ultimately, it is unclear if women gave birth with two or four bricks.
Textually and artistically, when looking at the Westcar Papyrus and The Divine
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Figure 15. Wegner’s model of ancient Egyptian childbirth. Courtesy of Josef
Wegner.120

In his model of childbirth, “there appears to exist an
unbroken continuity of magical practice with the extended use of
many of the same ritual implements” before, during, and after
childbirth.121 Women and children needed to be protected during
birth because it was a very dangerous and deadly time which is
why the ancient Egyptians had these ritualistic objects, spells, and
assistants. Looking at this through the lens of transpersonal
psychology makes it clearer to see how the ancient Egyptians used
objects like the birth brick to cope with their trauma. These birth
120
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bricks, the imagery on them, and the rituals they were used in were
extremely purposeful and full of intent. The Egyptians wanted
these objects to work ritualistically, and these rituals had lasting
impacts on the individuals involved in them, making it more than
likely that they experienced a peak experience, if not a low-level
mystical encounter, in the aftermath of using them.
Birth tusks, also known as birth wands or knives, are ivory
hippopotamus tusks that have been cut in half horizontally and
then decorated with different images related to childbirth (Figure
16).122 A majority of the tusks found date to the Middle Kingdom
and have a wear pattern on them that suggests they were used to
draw a defensive perimeter around the mother and child while she
was giving birth and after the delivery.123 When looking at the
objects through the lens of transpersonal psychology, scholars can
see how these objects were used as a way for an individual to have
a peak experience due to the amount of intentional spirituality that
these tusks contain and what they were used for. These tusks are
made of hippo ivory, and hippos are protective creatures, with the
ancient Egyptians even having a hippo goddess, Taweret,
dedicated to protecting mothers and infants.124
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Figure 16. A birth tusk with childbirth imagery. Courtesy of Met Museum.125

The idea of these objects being used to protect an
individual is only strengthened when the imagery on the tusks is
examined. The tusks have images of crocodiles, lions, snakes, and
many other fierce creatures holding daggers carved onto them.
This was done to show that the creatures on the wands are the ones
protecting the child and mother from any entity that wants to do
them harm.126 This imagery and the fact that they are made from
hippo ivory, which represents the protective deity Taweret, adds to
the intention behind drawing a perimeter with it. When the
individual is drawing said perimeter, they are not just drawing any
perimeter; they are creating a sacred area imbued with all the
protection that any hippo deity possesses in addition to the
protection that the fierce dagger-holding creatures depicted on the
tusk possess.
Since there is so much intention behind the construction,
using an object like this will leave a longer-lasting and more
impactful result on the individual, making it more likely that they
have a peak experience. The Egyptians made these objects
intentionally and used them for specific rituals related to birth and
125
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childrearing. Their construction is full of religious symbolism, so it
is straightforward to see how much effort and time the Egyptians
put into making and designing these objects. This overt exertion
was done to ensure that they actually provided protection for the
mother and child and represented the deities they depicted. Since
these objects are so purposeful and full of intent, they would not
invoke a casual, poignant moment but an intense peak experience.
Ancient Egyptian Mystical Encounters
There are also many examples of the ancient Egyptians having
mystical encounters related to birth seen in their art, text, and the
artifacts they left behind. As stated earlier, mystical encounters are
very high intensity sacred experiences that usually include an
otherworldly being either becoming, communicating, and/or
assisting an individual, which in this case would be an ancient
Egyptian mother. One example of this is the spells they used
before, during, and after the labor. Like with the other spells
mentioned earlier, the language the Egyptians used in these spells
alludes to the idea the woman or her assistants is physically
“becoming” a deity or wants them to be present for a specific
situation. Like with the other texts, the Egyptians fully believed
that the gods would come and help them or allow them to become
a god during these situations. One example of this transmutation
comes from a spell entitled “another spell, of the dwarf,” which
comes from the Papyrus Leiden I 348. This text is translated as:
Oh good dwarf, come, on account of the one who
sent you… come down, placenta, come down! I am
Horus the conjurer! And the one who is giving birth
has (already become better that she was, as if she
were delivered… See, Hathor will place her hand
on her [as] an amulet of health. I am Horus who
saves her!127
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This spell shows that the magical practitioner reciting the spell is
assuming the role of the god Horus while still calling for the
assistance of the dwarf, who could possibly be Bes. The spell also
suggests that Hathor is already present in the room and assisting
with the birth and after birth. This event is seen as a high intensity
sacred experience because, again, the woman and the medical
practitioner ask for direct intervention and assistance from multiple
gods due to a difficulty after birth. They want their deities to
physically assist them with the afterbirth so that this stressful and
dangerous activity, birth, can be over and the woman and child can
be safe.
Another example of the ancient Egyptian’s desire for a high
intensity sacred experience for the benefits to their physical health
is found in “Another spell, for speeding up giving birth” from
Papyrus Leiden I 348.128 In this spell, the magical practitioners
again equate themselves to a higher entity by saying, “[o]pen for
me! I am the one whose offering is large, the builder who built the
pylon for Hathor… Hathor, the lady of Dendera is [the] one who is
giving birth!”129 As with the spell above, the language in this spell
suggests that once the speaker has recited it, the woman “becomes”
the goddess Hathor. This recitation could have been done to ensure
that the birth was successful and that the woman would have the
same powers that Hathor had. This metamorphosis allows for the
birth to be successful because the mother truly believes that she
has become Hathor and has her powers. With the goddess’s help
and powers, the stress and anxiety associated with birth might be
lessened which allows for the mother to believe that she and her
child will not die and be safe.
The ancient Egyptians might have used these two spells to
make childbirth easier and ensure that their deities were present
throughout the whole ordeal and help when needed. These two
spells show that the Egyptians were actively trying to have these
128
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high intensity sacred experiences where they “become” a different,
otherworldly being. These spells also show how Lahood’s and
Elkins’ models can work in tandem. The reciting of the spells is a
ritualistic activity that the Egyptians did during birth, but it is
coupled with the trauma that giving birth brings, effectively mixing
both methods.
The Westcar Papyrus is another textual example that
clearly outlines an ancient Egyptian woman having a sacred
experience. This papyrus was written in the Middle Kingdom and
comprises five stories, of which only the last three are mostly
complete.130 While this papyrus dates to the Middle Kingdom, the
stories are all set in the Old Kingdom (c. 2700–2200 BCE) and tell
wondrous stories about the kings of the Old Kingdom and
highlight how grand and powerful these kings were. Of the three
stories, the last one, entitled “The Birth of the Royal Children,” is
the one that most clearly depicts a transpersonal experience. This
story focuses on the birthing experience of a woman named
Ruddedet, who is purported to give birth to three of the Old
Kingdom kings. “The Birth of the Royal Children” is a possible
example of the Egyptians’ desire to have these sacred experiences.
In this story, Ruddedet is visited by five deities on the night she
gives birth to her children. The deities that come to assist with the
birth are Khnum, Isis, Nephthys, Meskhenet, and Heket. Ruddedet
“is the woman who is in pain; her labor is difficult” during her
delivery, meaning she is likely having trouble birthing her children
due to intense pain or duration. Since Ruddedet is in pain, needs
assistance, and is giving birth to the future kings, these five deities
have come to offer their assistance and ensure she has a safe and
successful childbirth. Specifically, it is said that:
Isis placed herself before her, Nephthys behind her,
Heket, hastened the birth. Isis said: ‘Don’t be so
mighty in her womb, you whose name is Mighty.’
The child slid into her arms, a child of one cubit,
130
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strong boned, his limbs overlaid with gold, his
headdress of true lapis lazuli. They washed him,
having cut his navel cord, and laid him on a pillow
of cloth, Then Meskhenet approached him and said:
‘A king who will assume the kingship in this whole
land.’131
After the birth of the first child, the goddesses then help deliver
Ruddedet’s two other children, and the description of what the
deities do is the same.132 “The Birth of the Royal Children” is an
example of the Egyptians’ desire to have a high intensity sacred
experience during childbirth. This story shows the deities swiftly
coming to Ruddedet’s aid and almost immediately making her
delivery process more comfortable and manageable. While this is
just a story, it shows that the Egyptians truly believed that their
deities would come to help them if they were in a dangerous or
difficult situation. Since there are four different deities assisting
Ruddedet with the process, they could each individually help
Ruddedet in a specific way. Again, it would be considered a
mystical encounter because the goddesses have come to
Ruddedet’s aid and are personally interacting with her.
The Egyptians also depicted their mystical encounters in
their art. The Divine Birth of Hatshepsut is a series of scenes and
inscriptions found on the temple wall at Deir el Bahri. Hatshepsut
(d. 1458 BCE) built this temple during her reign as king, and the
images used to decorate the walls are full of political propaganda.
Hatshepsut likely commissioned these images to legitimize her
claim to the throne because they depict her as the legitimate
daughter of Amun-re and Thutmose I (r. c. 1506–1493 BCE), also
known as King Aakheperkare. Even though the purpose of these
images is politically motivated, the story shared also incorporates
aspects of sacred experiences as many of these scenes either show
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an individual personally interacting with a god and receiving
assistance from them.133
While this is not the first scene in the vignette, the first
relief that depicts a sacred mystical encounter directly related to
childbirth and pregnancy is when Hatshepsut is being made by the
gods (Figure 17).134 In this scene, the deities Khnum and Heket are
making Hatshepsut and her double on Khnum’s potter’s wheel,
which is how the Egyptians believed the gods made future
kings.135 Khnum creating kings on his potter’s wheel, as he did
with Hatshepsut, is a theme in Egyptian art and kingship for the
next millennia as Khnum was the one that “shaped all living things
upon his wheel,” which is exactly what he is depicted doing in the
figure.136 In addition to this, this theme of Khnum using his
potter’s wheel to create children is found very frequently on the
walls of Late Period mammises, which suggests that this aspect of
the child’s development is crucial.137 Since Khnum is depicted as
making Hatshepsut and her double, the person that would be
having the high intensity mystical experience would be Hatshepsut
herself.138 Khnum is personally making her and her double, so she
is having a very personal and direct interaction with the god and
receiving assistance from him, which, by Elkins’ definition, is
what a mystical experience is.
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Ann Macy Roth, “Hatshepsut’s Mortuary Temple at Deir el-Bahri:
Architecture as Political Statement,” in Hatshepsut from Queen to Pharaoh,
edited by Catharine H. Roehrig, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005.)
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Landvatter, “Unpublished translation of Hatshepsut’s Divine Birth and
Coronation,” 4-5; Wilkinson, 194.
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On Elkins’ scale of intensity this would most likely be around an eight as
Khnum is not becoming Hatshepsut, just making her.
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Figure 17. Khnum and Heket making Hatshepsut and her double. Courtesy of
Edouard Naville.139

While she is not visible in this scene, Queen Ahmose (c.
1570–1505 BCE) is also having a sacred experience. This
argument can be made because this scene depicts Khnum creating
the child that she is carrying in her womb, which would mean he is
assisting her during her pregnancy. Specifically, this depiction
suggests that he is creating the child for her and taking on part of
the burden that comes with being pregnant. This assistance would
also be considered a mystical experience because she again
receives divine assistance from the gods.

139
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Heket also appears in this scene as she is usually depicted
as Khnum’s counterpart in art and mirrors the work that Khnum
does.140 Since she is also present in these scenes, Hatshepsut and
Ahmose also have a mystical experience with Heket for the same
reasons they have one with Khnum. Heket, like Khnum, is seen
assisting in the creation of Hatshepsut, which helps Hatshepsut as
she is being made by a divine being and helps Ahmose as Heket is
taking some of the burdens of creating the child off her.
Figure 18 is the next scene in Hatshepsut’s Divine Birth
that shows a possible transpersonal experience.141 In this scene,
Ahmose has either already given or is actively giving birth to
Hatshepsut and several deities surround her. The ones that are the
most noticeable are Meskhenet, Isis, Nephthys, Taweret, and Bes.
All these deities are present during the birth, and by simply being
there, they are having a mystical encounter with Hatshepsut and
her mother by supporting them and assisting with the ordeal.

Figure 18. The Divine Birth of Hatshepsut. Courtesy of Edouard Naville 142

Ahmose’s mystical encounter with Isis, Nephthys, and
Meskhenet is like the mystical encounter Ruddedet had in the
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142
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141
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Westcar Papyrus.143 These goddesses are most likely reprising the
roles they played when assisting with Ruddedet’s birth and
actively aiding in delivering Hatshepsut.144 Once these goddesses
appeared in the Westcar Papyrus, Ruddedet was able to safely
deliver her children even though it was initially challenging and
long.145 While it is unknown how difficult Ahmose’s labor was,
having these goddesses depicted near her would suggest that they
assisted in the delivery, effectively making it easier and safer. This
account is seen as a mystical encounter because these three
goddesses directly assist Ahmose in delivering her child and easing
the pain that comes with it, thus personally interacting with her.
For these same reasons, Hatshepsut is also having a mystical
experience with these goddesses for the same reasons Ahmose is.
Hatshepsut is the one being born, so these goddesses made her
experience that much easier and quicker. Once again, this relief
depicts mother and child directly interacting with a multitude of
different deities, making it a mystical encounter.
Ahmose and Hatshepsut are also having a sacred
experience with Bes and Taweret. Bes and Taweret are protector
deities, and are depicted on ritualistic objects like the birth tusks
and birth bricks.146 These deities being depicted in this scene and
during this moment of Hatshepsut’s birth suggest that they protect
the mother and the newborn and help in keeping them safe during
143

Lichtheim, 220.
Hatshepsut was seen as King during her reign. Due to this, there were special
privileges she had when it came to interacting with the gods that normal
Egyptians would not have. That being said, normal Egyptians would still want to
have these types of interactions. The Pharaoh was believed to be a god amongst
men by the Egyptians. Since he was such an elite and otherworldly being, it was
believed that they would have intimate interactions with the gods. Regular
Egyptians would want to emulate what the pharaoh was doing which explains
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childbirth. While this is just a temple relief, it works to reinforce
the idea that these gods are physically there during the birth, and
their presence alone is providing protection and keeping the
mother and newborn safe. This scene is a mystical encounter
because Hatshepsut and Ahmose are personally being kept safe by
Bes and Taweret during a perilous time in both of their lives.
Ultimately, Egyptian art, artifacts, and texts are full of early
forms of transpersonal psychology that further explains why the
ancient Egyptians might have created what they did. In these
examples, the Egyptians create and depict direct, personal
interactions with a variety of deities that all result in these entities
assisting them in some way. These interactions are examples of
mystical encounters, and the Egyptians wanted these encounters to
happen as they gave them a way to connect with their religion
more deeply. Having these deities present during these demanding
events was also a way the Egyptians could cope with the pain and
fear that childbirth creates.
Conclusion
The ancient Egyptians used transpersonal psychology in many
aspects of their lives, especially when it came to birth and the
trauma that it caused. Transpersonal psychology might have
appealed to the Egyptians because it allowed them to have a deeper
connection with their deities and religion and receive assistance or
help from them by having sacred experiences. By combining
Lahood’s and Elkins’ approaches to transpersonal psychology,
modern scholars can better understand what practices and methods
the Egyptians used to have these sacred experiences successfully.
In Elkins’ approach, he details a three-tiered system where
individuals can do different activities to nourish their souls, further
promoting interactions with divine beings ranging in intensity. For
the ancient Egyptians the activities manifested in doing things like
reciting spells, using specific ritualistic objects, and creating
specific art pieces which could trigger these higher intensity
experiences and give them the deeper connection they wanted.
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Lahood suggests that these high-intensity experiences are often
triggered by severely traumatic events that people have no absolute
control over. It seems like the Egyptians were using a combination
of both Lahood and Elkin’s models. They continued to engage in
everyday, religious activities in the days before a traumatic or
stressful event. The combination of ritualistic activities and the
stress of the actual event ensured they would experience the
highest intensity sacred experience, either the god being present or
someone becoming a god during the event. Having these high
intensity experiences were very important to the Egyptians to cope
with the trauma as they relied on their deities and needed whatever
assistance or help they could get from them. Even if a person does
not have a high-intensity sacred experience, they were still most
likely doing the common everyday activities or more ritualistic
activities, so they were still creating a deeper connection with their
religion and deities.
Understanding how the Egyptians coped with trauma gives
modern scholars more insight into how the ancient Egyptians dealt
with trauma. It adds a psychological layer to understanding ancient
Egyptian culture, and we can see the ancient Egyptians using
personal religion daily. The creation of objects like the birth brick
or the birth tusks shows that the ancient Egyptians were actively
trying to cause birth- related trauma. In addition, the creation and
use of these objects show intent and purpose within Egyptian
culture. They were not just making these objects to make them;
they had a specific purpose, function, and were fully embedded
with religious symbolism. The fictional mystical encounters
suggest that the ancient Egyptians believed that their gods would
come and help them if the situation became seriously dangerous
and deadly. The altars at Deir el-Medina also give scholars an
insight into what religion in ancient Egypt looked like outside of
temples and tombs. They can see the ancient Egyptians’ interaction
with these altars daily and show that the Egyptians wanted their
deities to be around them constantly, not just during certain times.
Ultimately, transpersonal psychology allows modern scholars to
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understand the ancient Egyptians, their mentality surrounding
trauma, and their religion on a slightly more profound level.
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